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Swallow: A Review of Some Current Poetry

A REVIEW OF SOME CURRENT POETRY
The Spectre Image, by John Nerber. New York: Simon and Schuster (The Venture Press), 1946. $2.00.
Transfigured Night; by Byron Vazakas. New York: The Macmillan Company,
1946. $2.00.
A.gainst the Circle, by Brewster Ghiselin, New York: E. P. Dutton and Company,
Inc., 1946. $2.00.
Medea, by Robinson Jeffers. New York: Random HQuse, 1946. $2.50.
Paterson (Book I), by William Carlos Williams. New York: New:Directions, 1946.
~~

-

Local Measures, by Josephine Miles.. New York: Reynal an~ Hitchcock, 1946.
, $2.00.
.
.
Fruit from Saturn, by Yvan Goll. Brooklyn: Hemisphere Editions, 1946. $2.00.
A Part Of Vermont, by Genevieve Taggard. East Japlaica, Vermont: The River
Press, 1945. No price indicated.
.
An Astonished Eye Looks Out of the Air, by Kenneth Patchen. Waldport, Oregon: Untide Press, 1945. $.50..
,

~

Spring and summer this year have seen the appearance of three valuable first
collections of poems-~ose by John Nerber, Byron Vazakas, and Brewster Ghiselin.
Each is important and significant because of the quality of the work presented,
and together they provide an interesting insight into recent poetry because the
satisfaction of each is arrived at in a different fashion.
John Nerber's method is suggestive and will, I think, prove very fruitful. His
book starts off with. a heavy dependence upon the modem metaphysical style,
echoing themes, structUre, feeling, particularly from Allen Tate, to whom the book
is de~cated. But. before one gets far into the book, one finds a ,sound and a feeling all Nerber's own. How these get there perhaps only Nerber can tell us. But one
senses that the metaphysical structure was a channel in which the water begins to
flow richly and strongly. Nerber doesn't move against the metaphysical manner,
but he has adapted it to a feeling not tommonly found in if and which we usually
call "lyrical." The result in the half-dozen best poems is a composition of uncommon richness among our younger poetS: There remains the virtue of the modem
metaphysical, a unity of structure with argument, stanzas and poems coming out as
units of thought, the image which participates in the po~m as argument and not
illustration. The poem is well made, moving from a start on a measured path to
a conclusive end, without leaving us the unspecified and disconcerting false steps.
. Yet.with this approach Nerber is basiqilly.a lyric poet, a serious one with little limi-
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tation of theme. This technique produces some fine poems-"Minotaur Devour,"
"Sins of the Fathers," "The Factory," "Voyages," "Base Hospital," '·'Mercator," and .
particularly 'the bold and beautiful "Sleeping Beauty"-and it" suggests as well that
Nerber is profoundly at a beginning, that he has both a method and an awareness
of how to improve it that promise even better poetry ahead.
In his introduction to Byron Vazakas' book, William Carlos Williams calls
the work a sharp break with borrQwed traditions and an impressive new start at
finding an American tradition, in poetry. The virtues 9f the work are many, but
it seems to me that this is a misstatement of the position the work. occupies. The
method seems to me rather baroque in manner, a method in which the perceptions
of the poem are contained in brief and devious wanderingS in the poem, the total
argument of the poem being oblique and suggested. Thus we get a poem filled
with the image which flashes a light in one line, to be abandoned in the next line
for another image which has its own brilliance; the connection between all these
is situational, psychological, or narrative. Nerber and Vazakas make ipteresting
contrasts: in Nerber we find the expanded, developed" image which argues the
poem within its own terms; in Vazakas, the argument is in the background, with
the images, based upon whatever available turn of word or association, taking the
for~ground in comparatively rapid succession. This does not mean that the poems
are thin thematically; rather, the themes are serious and broad, but th~ final contact with them is normally impressionistic. The final flavor-particularly in the last
section, such fine poems as "Skyscraper," "The Preeminence of the Medical," "Home
for the Holidays," "The Progress of Photography," "The Departure.." "All the Farewells"-is of leisurely, oblique movement around something important, with exceptionally perceptive remarks along the way.
I should not leave Vazakas' book without a remark on the form he has adopted
for his latest poems. "Williams remarks it particularly, and I think Vazakas may well
be proud of it. It supplies for him a quality which .he deeply needed in his earlier
work-a sense of form, of developing shape in his discourse. I'm afraid the sense
is ,so far partially illusory. It provides a feeling of composition which he did pot
have before, but it suggests one further step-his new quatrain has not yet become
a unit of perception, a unit of thought, feeling, syntax, grammar, which a stanza,
whether newly invented or old, will have in its best use.
Brewster Ghiselin's. method differs from either of these. It stems mainly from
the. tradition of Poe and the French Symbolists, in the 'critical poems offered here:
The rhetoric is evocative and connotative more than declarative or denotative. The
structure of the poem, is associational, frequently additive:
they found the known
Measures of the moods" of their own minds:
The blue mountains' dying, the plain's surmise,
The bones and bountiful nakedness and thought
Of barbarous rock, and the green peace of earth;
They lound the hostile forests of the heart.
But Ghiselin doesn't follow the fashion of a popular derivative of Symbolism, the
narrowing of the serious statement of the poem to the point that the writing be-
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comes unthematic, deficient in serious movement or thought. He is a serious poet,
working with fewer themes than either Nerber or Vazakas; and his perceptual aware·
ness is acute and detailed. There is in the book a num~er of fine poems-"The
Death of Harf'Crane," "Bath of Aphrodite," "Gull in the Great Basin Desert,"
"Waking," and several others. As he develops a sparer style (fewer adjectiyes; more
nouns and verbs, with attendant increase in breadth -of perception) and' a structure
less dependent upon addition of one image upon another, I think Ghiselin will
better even this volume and' have much more to add to our poetry.
I repeat, the three volumes are ampng the best first collections of poems in
recent years. Dutton and Simon and Schuster have well outdone their usual book
job and are to be congratulated upon fine t1Jlde pieces of typography; the Mac·
millan volume, unfortunately, is a pedestrian trade job.
Medea, a free adaptation from the Medea of Euripides, is the first book from
Robinson Jef;fers in five ye~. I think one must approach it with some misgiving.
He was becoming, repetitive. And haven't we tagged and catalogued him already?
Shall we'repeat this procedure? However, I enjoyed Medea. There is some very
fine rhetoric in it, particularly the Medea-"death is the only I Water to wash this
dirt,"-and much of the speech on page twenty-five, for examples. And I suspect.
. that it could go well on a stage, that it is much better theater than we are used to
these days.' But 'here are two main difficulties. One we might overlQ9k with relative, ease-certaiti. lapses in language which are funny or maudlin. But the other ,is
more grave and keeps' the play from becoming a great serious drama. The
philosophy of Jeffers does not permit tragedy or tragic stature to a human being.
Hence, the play. lacks humor or irony; Medea becomes, not an heroic figure or a
tragic one, but'a woman who is a creature of emotions; and the play, in the end,
is not thematically serious. Jeffers has practically dropped the chorus as a functional element in the play, and the lines are not backed, with any measure which
would provide counterpoint and structure to the rhetori(:. ;I'he fine speeches .remain, like magnificent· thunder.
.
William Carlos Williams' book is the first part of a long poem resting on one
b~c metaphor-as he says in a note. "that a man in himself is a city, beginning,
se~king, achieving and concluding his life in ways whim the various aspects of a
city may embody:' This part, he says, "introduces the elemental chara~r of the
place:' It, is concemed with images and narratives from history, the river, the
. falls, the rock, the place. We cannot tell just where he is tending; hence, judgment
on the work must be suspended until we can see at least another part out ot the
four. In the meantime, we have little more than brief passages which are frequently
fine and which may ye~ add up to an important major effort.
~
Josephine Miles has won a go@ place with poems which are slight, non-intellectualized, but frequently adept. I alIi. concemed that in this new book, Local
Measures, she seems,' quite unconsciously, I imagine, to be assuming the role of
Emily Dickinson: there is a similar dependence upon the moment, the ecstatic
vision, rather uncritically accepted; there is a similar fooling With words and laying ,
the lines on the page and building the poem with a careless and wilful air; there
is, as she says in "Well Made," "not the blind I Looking around of 'the mind for the
shape:' The shape, the form, is the inspired, the given. Whether such a doctrine
l
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will give for Josephine Miles, as it did for Emily Dickinson, a solid sediment~ of a
" number of very fine poems among a batch of wilful ones, is yet to be seen. Ire·
member more good ones from Poems on Several Occasions than from this book, but
we have every right to expect more.
~
Yvan Goll's Fruit from Saturn.. composed of six longish poems, is interesting
because it shows the author working in English verse arid because it is the poet's
concern with the world of the atomic bomb. In his concern, he ranges back and
forth in time to take up various "attempts of the intellect to smooth over the incongruity" of man, as the jacket says: my~ and legends, alchemy, hermetic magic, the
Kabbala, and so on. To many readers, this range may not sound very appetizing;
yet Goll makes it interesting. The book carries some reproductions of rare
and curious pictures.
New England soil has been loved by many poets. To these is·added GenevieveTaggard. In a small pamphlet she has coUected some of her poems concerned with
Vermont, its landscape, its people, its history. Such a collection is not likely to
show a poet at his best, but Miss Taggard has put into hers some of her best work.
This makes a rare kind of publication, a collectors' item for several different interests.
An Astonished E'Ytl Looks Out of the Air is a selected pamphlet of Kenneth
Patchen's verse. The poe~ selected are those of conscientious objection, anti-war.
'The poems vary from direct statement. of the theme ("This is a man. You are
not to kill him") to Patchen's typical oblique narratives, nature references- and
others ("the stars go to sleep so peacefully"). The pamphlet matches the title at
least in typography, Kemper Nomland, Jr., putting a lot of care into the most
amazing printing job I believe I have ever seen. It is a three-color job: on each
page the title shows in large white letters through a reverse plate printed in grey;
over this plate the poems are printed in red, with each poem numbered in the
margin with large red numerals; and the titles are in large. black caps. This is
greater invention and experiment and care than went into the poems, I'm sure;
but the eyes have a hard time of it in. the reading.
ALAN
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